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education
Over the last few months, I have been watching Madam
Secretary on DVD. The television series revolves around the
professional and personal life of a ﬁctional female US Secretary
of State, and also features a female Chair of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff (head of the military), a female Attorney General, and a
female director of the FBI. In real life, the US has had three
female Secretaries of State in recent administrations, including
one who could be the next President, signiﬁcant numbers of
women at the top levels of government, and more than 30 4-
star admirals and generals. 
At the same time, I have also been reading Jay Newton-
Small’s Broad influence: how women are changing the way
America works (Time Books, New York, 2016): when the
proportion of women at the top of any organisation reaches
critical mass, they begin to change how things are done. For
example, when the US federal government was facing ﬁnancial
shutdown in October 2013, it was the 20 female senators who
put aside partisan blame and brokered a compromise to end the
crisis. It is not the purpose of this column to comment on
North American politics – Broad influence also has allegorical
meaning for us: it is the story of how the mainstream culture
was changed by a minority group with distinctive practice.
Many educational innovations have failed to be widely
implemented, while others have become mainstream practice.
For example, interactive whiteboards are now standard features
in most primary and secondary schools but not in tertiary
institutions. The early adopters of any innovation are initially a
minority group. Innovations tend to take off after 10–20% of
the relevant population have adopted the change, which is
similar to Newton-Small’s observation that after achieving a
critical mass of 20–30%, the minority group starts to effect
change in the community and the majority adjusts to
accommodate that minority group. Similarly, a guiding coalition
with sufﬁcient position power, expertise, credibility and
leadership is one of eight essential factors for implementing
change. Before achieving critical mass, the minority group is
seen as the other, both separate from and not fully accepted by
the majority; after the critical point, the presence and practices
of the minority are viewed as part of the norm. 
There are two lessons for us to take away from these ideas.
First, when funding is provided for innovative teaching and
learning projects, it is important to have critical mass early.
Hence teaching and learning projects should concentrate on a
few pilot schools or universities, which can achieve and
implement the project goals, and then spread from those
institutions to others. This is the model that has been used in
ALIUS and ASELL for Schools projects, which are spearheaded by
a small number of institutions (see June 2010 issue, pp. 18–19;
and February 2016 issue, p. 40). It is also the model used by
the ARC and other funding bodies to give bigger grants to a
relatively small number of groups, rather than more-numerous
small grants to many more recipients; numerous small grants
would each be unable to achieve critical mass or have effective
impact. Harking back to Madam Secretary and Broad influence,
the second lesson is that many women have a different mode of
operation from most men, and that any project or institution
would beneﬁt from critical masses of both genders in positions
of inﬂuence.
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